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Ways to Use Cultural Backgrounders
Bhutanese Refugee Families, Refugee Families from Burma, Refugee Families 
from Iraq, and Refugee Families from Somalia

The purpose of the cultural backgrounders is to give Early Head 
Start/ Head Start (EHS/HS) programs, the early care and education 
community, and newly hired Refugee Resettlement (RR) case 
managers information about the cultural context for families seeking 
refugee status in the US. This series of cultural backgrounders 
provides broad, general cultural information on the current four 
largest refugee groups in the United States new to the US. The 
backgrounders were co-developed and reviewed by refugee families 
and community leaders from each country. These resources provide 
basic information to help staff begin discussions, relationships, and 
partnerships with families and communities. It is always best to get 
to know each family and learn their individual characteristics, as 
every family is unique and cultural practices vary by household and 
by generation. 

Bhutanese Refugee Families

This resource provides general cultural information, while rec-

ognizing that every family is unique and that cultural practices 

will vary by household and by generation. Several Bhutanese 

community leaders were interviewed for this backgrounder. 

While general information is provided here, it is best to get to 

know each family and learn their unique characteristics; wher-

ever possible, ask members of the community about different 

cultural practices. 

Background
Since 2007, over 60,000 Bhutanese refugees have been 

resettled to the United States from refugee camps in 

Eastern Nepal (U.S. Department of State, 2012). Origi-

nally, this minority group migrated from Nepal in the 

19th century. In the 1990s they experienced repression 

in Bhutan and fled to neighboring Nepal. Sometimes 

referred to as Lhotsampas, almost all of the Bhutanese 

refugees speak Nepali and some may also speak English. 

Practice Tip:  

”Namaste” is a typical greeting, used when saying hello and 

goodbye. Literally it means, “I bow to you,” and may be ac-

companied by palms pressed together. 

Culture and Religion

Most Bhutanese refugees are Hindu, though a fair  

number are Buddhist or Christian. They follow the Nepali 

calendar, which differs from the Gregorian calendar used 

in the U.S.  Thus, holiday dates vary from year-to-year. 

There are many Nepali holidays, but some of the most 

significant include:

•	

•	

•	

•	

Dasain	(called	Dashara	
by	some	Bhutanese):  

This major holiday, which celebrates the victory 

of good over evil, is observed for 15 days, with the 

8th, 9th and 10th days being the most important. 

This holiday typically occurs in early October.

Tihar	(called	Diwali	in	India):  Falling three 

weeks after Dasain, usually in late October to early 

November, the festival of lights is celebrated for 

five days, with the 3rd and 5th days being the most 

important. The 5th day is brother/sister day, when 

sisters put a blessing on their brothers’ heads.

Nepali	New	Year:		Celebrated in mid-April.

Buddha	Jayanti:	A celebration of the birth of Bud-

dha in early May.

Practice Tip:  

Fasting is a common practice among Bhutanese refugees, 

especially during the holidays.

The cow is considered sacred to Hindus, thus Hindus 

typically will not eat beef while some also abstain from 

pork. 
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Refugee Families from Iraq  

This backgrounder provides general cultural information, 

while recognizing that every family is unique and that cultural 

practices will vary by household and by generation. Several 

Iraqi community leaders were interviewed for this backgrounder. 

While this resource provides general information, it is best to 

get to know each family and learn their unique characteristics; 

whenever possible, ask members of the community about dif

ferent cultural practices. 

Background 
Over the last 30 years more than 105,000 Iraqi refugees 

have been resettled to the United States (U.S. Dept. of 

State, 2012). The U.S. resettled over 12,000 Iraqi refugees in 

2012, and the flow of Iraqi refugees is expected to continue 

at a steady pace. 

Iraqi refugees awaiting resettlement often stay in 

neighboring countries for several years during the 

resettlement process. They may endure harsh living 

conditions, over-crowding, homelessness, and limited ac-

cess to education, medical care, and other critical services. 

The majority of Iraqis will have had some experience 

with Western-style living, and are well acquainted with 

urban lifestyles. This knowledge promotes quick adapta-

tion to life in the U.S. 

Practice Tip: 

In keeping with the high value placed on respect, use formal 

titles with adults (Mr., Mrs., Ms.). Do not use first names un-

less invited to do so or given permission. 

Culture and Religion 
Iraqis are comprised of many different ethnic groups, the 

largest of which are the Iraqi Arabs (75 - 80%). Iraqi Kurds 

represent 15 - 20% of the population. The remainder of 

the population is comprised of a variety of groups, in-

cluding Turkomen, Armenians, Assyrians, and Chaldeans. 

Christians comprise approximately 3% of the population 

(Ghareeb, et. al., p. 5). 

The main language spoken by Iraqis is Arabic, although 

there is some variation based on ethnic group. The 

second language is typically English, which is commonly 

taught in schools from a young age. The English profi-

ciency of Iraqi refugees will range from basic to fluent. 

Although 97% of Iraqis are Muslim and practice Islam 

(Ghareeb, et. al., p. 5), a disproportionately high number 

of Iraqi Christians are represented in the population re-

settled in the United States. In fiscal year 2012, over 40% 

of resettled Iraqis were members of Christian minority 

groups, over 50% were Sunni or Shi’ite Muslims, and the 

remainder were from other Iraqi minority groups (U.S. 

Dept. of State, 2012). 

There are many dietary restrictions related to religious 

practice; these should be considered when working with 

Iraqi refugees. Muslims do not eat pork, consume alcohol 

or eat non-halal (Islamic process of slaughtering animals) 

meat. 
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Refugee Families from Somalia  
This backgrounder provides general cultural information,  while recognizing that every family is unique and that  cultural practices will vary by household and by generation.  Several Somali community leaders were interviewed for this  backgrounder. While this resource provides general information,  it is best to get to know each family and learn their unique  characteristics; wherever possible, ask members of the  community about different cultural practices.  

Background 
Somalia is a hot, arid country on the eastern coast of Africa, bordered by Ethiopia, Kenya, and Djibouti. During colonization, areas of modern Somalia were ruled by Britain, Italy, France, and Ethiopia, with Somalia gaining independence on July 1, 1960. Before the war, the majority of Somalis were nomadic herders or farmers, while about 1/5 of the population lived in urban areas. Somalia 

has experienced civil war on and off since 1991. As of November 2011, nearly one million Somali refugees live outside their country, and nearly 1.5 million have been displaced within their own country (UNHCR, 2011). The U.S. has resettled more than 100,000 Somali refugees across the country (Refugee Processing Center, 2012). 
Practice Tip: 
Somali Bantu refugees are historically, ethnically, and culturally different from other Somali refugees. The majority of this resettled group are descendants of southeastern African Bantu people who were brought to Somalia as slaves in the 19th century. Somali Bantu refugees fled Somalia in the 1990s, lived in refugee camps in Kenya, and were finally resettled in the United States between 20032007. For more information, see The Somali Bantu (http:// www.culturalorientation.net/library/publications/thesomalibantucultureprofile). 

Due to ongoing instability in Somalia, the U.S. continues to resettle Somali refugees. Some are resettled without having relatives currently in the U.S. These are often single mothers with young children, who must rely on the wider community for support in the absence of extended family. Others have grown up in refugee camps and may not have experienced the same traditional upbringing or parenting role models as older generations. Culture and Religion The majority of Somalis are Sunni Muslims, an Islamic faith that is central to Somali culture and dates back to the 11th century. 

Most Somalis will observe the following religious/ cultural practices: 

Women covering their arms and legs and wearing the “hijab” (head covering) in public—and in the presence 

•	
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Process for Engaging Families:  Below are  three culturally responsive approaches 
for engaging families. Instructions for the activities can be found on page 3. 
    1     Staff Self-Reflection

 • “Culturally relevant and diverse programming requires learning accurate information about 
the cultures of different groups and discarding stereotypes.” (OHS Multicultural Principle #3) 
An important step in creating culturally relevant and diverse programming is for staff to develop 
ongoing cultural awareness and responsiveness. Before reading the cultural backgrounder, staff 
can participate in self-reflective exercises to become more aware of their own culture and cultural 
context for learning and development which leads to heightened self-reflection, perspective, and 
cross-cultural understanding. 

 • The Cultural Backgrounder Personal Reflections handout (see attached)  
is a sample of what may be used to facilitate conversation amongst 
staff about their culture and experiences with immigration based 
on the categories in the cultural backgrounder. During professional 
development days, staff meetings, or supervision, staff can reflect 
on their childhood or current culture and compare the two contexts. 
Staff may explore and discuss ways in which their culture influences 
beliefs and values, ways of thinking, and interactions with others.

2     Team Planning  
 • Individually or in small groups, staff can select a cultural 

backgrounder to read. Sections of the cultural backgrounder can 
be divided among the small groups. After reading the assigned 
section, staff can brainstorm guiding questions they may ask a family to further 
their knowledge of that particular family.

Cultural Backgrounder: Personal Reflections
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Walked or rode bike from home to local park with group of kids to play
Constant supervision of my  children in neighborhood and have to drive everywhere
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Refugee Families from Burma  
This resource provides general cultural information, while recognizing that every family is unique and that cultural practices will vary by household and by generation. Several Burmese community leaders were interviewed for this back-grounder. While general information is provided here, it is best to get to know each family and learn their unique characteristics; wherever possible, ask members of the community about different cultural practices. 

Background 
Burma, a large country located in Southeast Asia, has been officially called Myanmar since 1989, but the name change is disputed by those who do not recognize the legitimacy of the ruling military government. A former British colony, the country has experienced a long-running civil war. In recent decades, due to government repression and persecution, tens of thousands of people, mainly ethnic minorities, have fled their homeland. Most of these refugees live in neighboring countries, such as 

Thailand, Malaysia, Bangladesh, and India. Since the late 1990’s, and increasing in 2007, the United States has re-settled about 100,000 refugees from Burma (U.S. Depart-ment of State, 2012). 

Culture and Religion While there are eight main ethnic groups within Burma, and over 130 sub-groups, the largest groups of refugees from Burma in the U.S. are Karen and Chin (Southeast Asia Resource Action Center, 2011). There are significant differences among these ethnic groups, including dif-ferent languages, cultural practices, political histories, and religions. Refugees from Burma may be Buddhists, Christians, animists, or Muslims; they may be from rural or urban areas. While some speak Burmese, the Karen, Karenni, Chin, and other ethnic minorities speak lan-guages specific to their ethnic group. Some may not speak Burmese fluently, if at all. It is likely that refugees from Burma will need an interpreter. 

Practice Tips: 
•	 Refugees from Burma may avoid direct eye contact,  considering it to be impolite.  
•	 In Burma, distinct clothing is one way to distinguish an ethnic group. However, the "Longyi" (a long cloth worn by men and women) and "Hta mein" (woman's skirt) are common across many groups. 
•	 Some refugees may be reluctant to ask for what they  need. Try anticipating their needs and asking open- ended questions, multiple times if necessary, ideally  through an interpreter (Karen American Communities  Foundation, n.d.).  

Due to the years of internal conflicts in Burma, in which different ethnic groups may have found themselves on opposing sides, one should not assume that all refugees 
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Cultural Backgrounder: Guiding Questions and Program Planning 

For the following exercise select one of the following Backgrounders: Bhutanese Refugee Families, Refugee Families 

from Burma, Refugee Families from Iraq, and Refugee Families from Somalia
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Guiding Questions Implications for Program Planning

  Background

  Culture and Religion

  Family and Community

  Child-Rearing and 

  Child Development  

  Guidance and Discipline

  School and Education

  Health and Mental Health

  Community Leadership

Q:  What languages are spoken    

 in the home?   
 A: ..............................................

......

  .......................................
.................

   ........................................
..........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

 Q:  Does your child have any           

food restrictions? 

 A: ..............................................
......

  .......................................
.................

  .......................................
.................

  .......................................
.................

  .......................................
.................
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.................
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...........................

  .......................................
.................
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.................
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.................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

Translated materials in Nepali and 
Bhutanese

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

  .......................................
...........................

Cooking staff memo re: non-beef 
options

No beef

Nepali and Bhutanese

Sample

Based on conversations with families, staff can think about and plan how information 
gathered has implications for program planning. Cultural Backgrounder: Guiding 
Questions and Program Planning form (see attached) can be used to determine  
which management systems would apply to support responsive programming.

 • The staff self-reflection exercise and team planning process can be 
infused into existing services and Head Start frameworks. For example, 
it can be a tool in addressing the Parent, Family, and Community 
Engagement (PFCE) Relationship-Based Competency #2, “Self-Aware  
and Culturally Responsive Relationships.” 
Note: In practice, it is important NOT to sit with families  and ask them 
directly about the aspects of their culture or fill out the form in front 
of them when beginning the relationship-building process. Over time 
staff and families can partner in recording and reviewing notes for 
recordkeeping.

3     Approaches and Resources: 
 • During interactions with families, it is important to keep the following culturally  

responsive approaches in mind: 

–  Support home language

–  Honor families’ cultures

–  Identify and focus on family strengths 

–  Create opportunities to form relationships and learn from families

–  Develop effective systems to support responsive services and programming 

 • To learn more about refugees, please visit https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/
cultural-linguistic/refugee-families/main-refugee-families.html

Head Start Performance Standards  45 CFR 1304.40 Family partnerships

 • (d) Parent involvement — general. (1) In 
addition to involving parents in program 
policy-making and operations (see 45 CFR 
1304.50), grantee and delegate agencies 
must provide parent involvement and 
education activities that are responsive to the 
ongoing and expressed needs of the parents, 
both as individuals and as members of a 
group. Other community agencies should 
be encouraged to assist in the planning and 
implementation of such programs.

 • (a) Program planning. (1) Grantee and 
delegate agencies must develop and 
implement a systematic, ongoing process of 
program planning that includes consultation 
with the program’s governing body, policy 
groups, and program staff, and with other 
community organizations that serve Early 
Head Start and Head Start or other low-
income families with young children.

Ways to Use Cultural Backgrounders (cont'd)
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Ways to Use Cultural Backgrounder: 
Personal Reflections Handout 
Instructions:
1. Form small groups.

2. Individually think about either your childhood 
family or your present day family, or both.

3. Fill in your cultural information in the lines 
provided.

4. If you feel comfortable, share aspects of your 
culture within your small group. 

5. Consider the following questions: (staff are 
encouraged to design their own program-
specific questions). 
— In your small group, what similarities did you notice about each other's culture? 
  — How might you use this experience to increase your understanding of and responsiveness to    
    refuge families in your classroom and program?

Cultural Backgrounder: Personal Reflections
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Childhood
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Walked or rode bike from home to local park with group of kids to play
Constant supervision of my  children in neighborhood and have to drive everywhere
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Cultural Backgrounder: Guiding 
Questions and Program Planning 
Handout Instructions:
1. Individually or in small groups, select a section 

or full backgrounder to read.

2. After reading, brainstorm questions you may 
ask a family to further your knowledge of that 
particular family. Record questions in "Guiding 
Questions" column. Note: It is important NOT 
to sit with families and fill out the form in front 
of them. After conversations with families, 
think about and plan how family information 
has implications for program 
planning. Record in "Implications for 
Program Planning" column.

Cultural Backgrounder 
Program Systems Handout 
Instructions:
1. Review the Head Start Management 

Systems. 

2. Using what was inputted in the 
“Implications for Program Planning” 
column, find the system(s) that best 
corresponds to the family information.

3. Record an action step in the 
appropriate system to support 
program implementation.

Cultural Backgrounder: Guiding Questions and Program Planning For the following exercise select one of the following Backgrounders: Bhutanese Refugee Families, Refugee Families from Burma, Refugee Families from Iraq, and Refugee Families from Somalia
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Guiding Questions Implications for Program Planning
  Background

  Culture and Religion

  Family and Community

  Child-Rearing and 
  Child Development  

  Guidance and Discipline

  School and Education

  Health and Mental Health

  Community Leadership

Q:  What languages are spoken    
 in the home?   
 A: ....................................................  ........................................................

   ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................
 Q:  Does your child have any           
food restrictions? 
 A: ....................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................
  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................

  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................

  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................

  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................
  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................

  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................
  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................

  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................  ........................................................

  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................

Translated materials in Nepali and Bhutanese

  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................  ..................................................................

Cooking staff memo re: non-beef optionsNo beef

Nepali and Bhutanese

Sample

    Cultural Backgrounders
                      Effective Management Systems to Support Quality Services

Program  
Planning
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Find volunteer to attend parent  
meeting to interpret in Nepali or  
Bhutanese.

Talk to cook about no beef menus



Cultural Backgrounder: Personal Reflections

Email: NCCLR@bankstreet.edu •  Toll Free: 888-246-1975  •  NCCLRinfo@edc.org 
Toll Free: 855-494-0331 •  http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/cultural-linguistic

Childhood Current
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Cultural Backgrounder: Guiding Questions and Program Planning 
For the following exercise select one of the following Backgrounders: Bhutanese Refugee Families, Refugee Families from 
Burma, Refugee Families from Iraq, and Refugee Families from Somalia

Email: NCCLR@bankstreet.edu •  Toll Free: 888-246-1975  •  NCCLRinfo@edc.org 
Toll Free: 855-494-0331 •  http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/cultural-linguistic
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